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Abstract
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entre le concret et l'abstrait. Plusieurs exemples, venant de l'art, de l'architecture,
et de la cartographie, sont traités.
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1. In praise of grayness1
Grau, theurer Freund, ist alle Theorie, 
Und grün des Lebens goldner Baum.
("Grey is, young friend, all theory: 
And green of life the golden tree."»)2
Goethe, Faust
An English translation of Mephistopheles’s sly and seductive 
speech –"Grey is… all theory" –leaves it open to a slightly deviant 
interpretation. Classically, it is understood that The Great Deceiver 
is encouraging a young man to give in to his desires without 
thinking too much about consequences. In contemporary English 
(and without trying to make things rhyme) we'd say "All theory 
is grey", and the consequent comparison with the "green" and 
"gold" of the second line would be enough for the reader to 
understand that life and riches are on their side, with grayness 
relegated to dusty, sterile inaction. "Grey theory", in this reading, 
is seen as indecisive, hesitant, lacking character, although it 
might protect one from making an ill-advised deal with the Devil.
But the phrase could also be read as proposing to consider 
that grayness is fundamentally or even only theoretical– "all 
theory". Grey, for instance, is its own complementary color, or 
alternatively, has none. Try it in a graphics program and you'll 
see what I mean. On the RGB color coordinate scale, "Grey 
values result when r = g = b, for the color (r, g, b)"3. This gives it 
a special status, a position, from which one can equally easily 
move toward black or toward white, or indeed toward any other 
color, since it can contain elements of all. Such grayness, like 
theory, is both general and particular, and serves as a cautionary 
exception to our habit of reasoning in oppositional terms like 
the "P/not-P" of logic.
All dichotomous thinking is haunted by grayness, by the troubling 
[1] In English, even the word "“grey"” is 
grey, because it is often also “"gray"”. 
It is one of a very few words having 
alternative spellings that cross the 
Atlantic easily and frequently. Grey 
comes in many degrees and shades, 
residing in small differences that 
become apparent when confronted 
with other hues. For me, the usually-
American spelling “"gray"” evokes the 
steely bluish color of guns and winter 
storm clouds, whereas the usually-
British "“grey"” is kind of creamy, tinted 
by London fog and brown WWII 
uniforms. Nevertheless, the two 
spellings are used interchangeably 
in many contexts, which is unusual. 
For this paper, I was briefly tempted 
to render the word as “"grœy"”, 
but ruled that out as pretentious. 
Nonetheless, from here on, as a 
reminder and while apologizing to 
the reader for the annoyance, I will 
alternate between the two spellings, 
because it seemed important at the 
time of writing. I will use “"grey”" for 
the color by itself, but “"grayness"” 
for the quality of being “"grey"”.
[2] Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe, Tragedy Of Faust.
http://goethe.classicauthors.net/
TragedyOfFaust/TragedyOfFaust8.html 
[3] http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grey 
DRAWING IN THE GREY ZONE
David Vanderburgh, Université Catholique de Louvain
surface.indb   70 27/12/2013   12:53:06 μμ
71D.Vanderburgh | drawing in the grey zone
idea that opposites might in fact be equally true or useful. Even 
as I find it necessary to distinguish between different conditions 
or qualities, I often have to admit that most things that interest 
me are to be found in some sort of grey zone between the two. 
For architects, Robert Venturi’'s "both/and" is perhaps the most 
cited and celebrated example of such in recent memory, but 
is certainly not the only one– the "in-between", the "interstitial", 
and "hybridity", among many others, have all served to mark 
our continual questioning of binary opposition.
This is the kind of question that underlay the Call for this 
conference, and the basis of what I want to address in this paper. 
Looking at two common dichotomies in relation to architectural 
drawing –digital/analog and concrete/abstract– I’'d like to argue 
that in my reading of it, grayness is a place from which action 
is possible in the widest possible spectrum, which leads to a 
sort of thesis: the grey zone that drawing inhabits is "both both 
and neither".
An example of drawing might help. The South African artist William 
Kentridge is known for, among other accomplishments, having 
developed an animation technique whereby a single charcoal 
drawing is produced, erased, and reworked, then photographed 
at each stage so as to form a continuous sequence of frames. 
"Automatic Writing" (2003), of which stills are reproduced above 
[Fig. 1], is striking both visually and intellectually. The film is 
freely available as a streaming video4. It would be out of place 
here to try and "unpack" all the different layers of meaning 
that one might find in this work. For my purposes, it is enough 
to highlight two important dimensions. First, Kentridge himself 
recently allowed that this technique surprised and frustrated him 
at first, because his intention was to erase each drawing entirely 
before commencing the next5. Charcoal, however, resisting 
erasure, left him with an increasingly gray background from 
which he could move toward relative "white" and "black" values 
for as long as the paper held up. (This might put one in mind 
of Robert Rauschenberg’s "Erased De Kooning" of 1953, itself a 
marvelous palimpsest which required, according to Rauschenberg, 
a lot more work than he had expected). Second, these white 
and black values are anything but neutral in the South African 
context, so that a film from and about it, embodying grayness, 
acquires a peculiar piquancy that highlights grayness as a 
strategic possibility. 
2. Architecture’s modes of representation
Architecture is multimodal, in the sense that it involves several 
[4] http://www.lumeneclipse.com/
gallery/04/kentridge/index.html
[5] BBC Radio World Service “"The 
Forum”", 15 August 2010.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/
programmes/p00912kg
Timecodes: 00:33
00:49
01:26
Figure 1: Stills from William 
Kentridge, Automatic Writing, 2003. 
Reproduced by permission via Marion 
Goodman Gallery, New York.
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different and necessary modes of representation of which 
drawing is only one, alongside modeling, speech and writing. Is 
any one of them primary in any meaningful sense? It’s probably 
impossible to defend any particular order for very long, and 
often particular projects and processes will give precedence to 
different, even conflicting modes. In fact, I would state that even 
more strongly: the multimodality of architecture requires us to 
accept that none of its modes has priority over any other. The 
consequences of this, if we accept them, are quite extraordinary. 
Architects and teachers of architecture, myself included, often 
say with no fear of being caught out that drawing is primary, 
using classic phrases like "If it’s not in the drawings then we 
won’t discuss it". Actually though, drawing is not primary, or at 
any rate not always– the results of some celebrated competitions 
show this quite clearly. And perhaps our tendency to affirm this 
so regularly is just another sign of drawing's inability to attain 
and maintain its putative dominance. 
This reminds one, inevitably, of the medieval landscape of the 
seven "liberal arts": the "trivium" (grammar, logic, rhetoric) and 
the "quadrivium" (arithmetic, music, geometry, astronomy), which 
together covered the linguistic and mathematical disciplines. 
The former, from which we derive the word "trivial", were 
considered to be the basis of all learning, but were also sometimes 
denigrated as inferior or elementary with respect to the latter. 
Departments were constructed around this ensemble of disciplines, 
and since their methods and objectives were so different, they 
inevitably found themselves in a competitive relationship in which, 
throughout history, some won and some lost the struggle for 
legitimacy. Music, for instance, is no longer taught among the 
mathematical disciplines, and rhetoric was essentially eliminated 
from university teaching beginning in the 19th century. The 
different modes of representation in architecture might be seen in 
a similar sort of competition, both over time and through history.
In the discussion that follows, then, I think it important to 
keep in mind that although undeniably important, architectural 
drawing cannot be considered to stand in for architecture as 
a whole. What it may have, however, to distinguish it from the 
other modes of representation is that it has suffered particularly 
from two related tendencies in Western thought: the distrust of 
representation in general, on the one hand, and the bias toward 
language in theories of representation, on the other. This is 
not the place for a detailed demonstration of these tendencies, 
although it would be easy enough to do so. I evoke them only 
to help us to understand why it often seems so much easier to 
draw than to say rigorously what drawing is6.
[6] This difficulty is particularly well 
shown and treated in Robin Evans, The 
Projective Cast: Architecture and Its Three 
Geometries, MIT Press, Cambridge MA, 
2000; but also in works by Hubert 
Damisch (The Origin of Perspective, MIT 
Press, Cambridge MA, 1995), Mario 
Carpo (Architecture in the Age of Printing, 
MIT Press, Cambrige MA, 2001), and 
Catherine Ingraham (Architecture and 
the Burden of Linearity, Yale University 
Press, New Haven 1998), among others.
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[7] Helen Barff, “"Why draw?"”, in Tracey: 
What is Drawing for?, (open source 
online journal), October 2007. See also:
http://www.helenbarff.co.uk
[8] Cited in Barff, op. cit.
[9] http://mally.stanford.edu/theory.html
The work draws on a distinction first 
formalized by Ernst Mally, and is 
considered as a step toward what Zalta 
calls a “"metaphysics of computation"”.
English artist Helen Barff wrote a thoughtful article some years 
ago, in which she set out to ask herself similar questions about 
drawing in general7. Evoking one of the most famous of drawing's 
origin myths, the story of Butades, she cites Derrida's phrase 
about how in drawing one cannot "see" drawing and model at 
the same time, "as if seeing were forbidden in order to draw, as 
if one drew only on the condition of not seeing"8. She has done 
some interesting experiments in taking this as a methodological 
principle, for instance shutting herself in a car and drawing its 
interior by touch. In another, she took found objects and "drew" 
them by covering them with felt, with results that are, literally, 
"touching" [Fig. 2].
Barff's work catches drawing in flagrante delicto in the grey zone, 
both abstract and concrete, or possibly neither; neither analogical 
nor logical, or somehow a bit of both. And her remarks about 
not seeing the object while drawing are, of course, all the 
more pertinent in the case of architectural drawing, where in 
most cases the object only comes into being through the work 
of drawing itself. This may be one principal reason for which 
theories of representation typically fall short of a decent portrayal 
of architectural representation. Perhaps we should invent a new 
term, something like "pre-mesis" as a substitute for "mimesis", 
in order to highlight that idea that the object of architectural 
drawing is imitated before the fact, not after.
3. Abstraction and concreteness
Like Barff's felt-covered fan, architecture oscillates between 
abstraction and concreteness. One of the most concrete and 
visible products of the arts and sciences, it is also among the 
most abstract, and architectural drawing reflects this. E. Zalta, in 
his Theory of Abstract Objects, speaks of the difference between 
abstractness and concreteness as residing in a difference between 
"exemplifying" and "encoding"9.
For example, according to Zalta, the man considered as "the 
original detective", Allan Pinkerton (who gave his name to the 
famed detective agency), exemplifies the detective. Pinkerton 
was a concrete object, because he embodied the properties of a 
detective, but also many others. Nonetheless, his exemplification 
of these properties allows us to assert that Pinkerton is (or was) 
a detective. However, we can also say that Sherlock Holmes is a 
detective, even though he is a fictional character and therefore 
an abstract object. What authorizes this is that Sherlock Holmes 
encodes the properties of a detective, in the sense that they are 
attributed to him by an author, and so Sherlock Holmes could not 
Figure 2: Helen Barff, Things 
from the Thames –Fan, 2005. Felt 
and found metal object, 
80 x 30 cm (detail). Reproduced 
with the artist’s permission.
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in any strict sense be anything more or less than an abstract one.
In respect to architecture, this distinction is of interest precisely 
because it doesn’t apply, or rather because it is distinctly "grey". 
An easy example might be to start by positing that the original 
Barcelona Pavilion of 1929 exemplified its properties in order to 
become a paradigm of modernism, and in some ways of itself. 
It was, as such, a concrete object in Zalta’s terms. Then, after 
being demounted in 1930, it began a long career as an abstract 
object, enjoying a cult status through circulation of a few plans 
and photographs. The ensemble of its properties was thus limited 
to what could be known and propagated via these media –an 
abstract object. What then, of the reconstruction completed 
in the 1980s? The only properties of the reconstruction that 
authorize us to say that it is The Barcelona Pavilion are those of 
the original that exemplified them, and it arguably serves this 
mnemonic role better than the documents available during the 
hiatus, given the remarkable forensic work done by the team 
of architects who did the work. We might then be tempted to 
consider the Pavilion reconstructed as remaining an abstract object.
However, whatever facet we look at, I would argue for situating 
Barcelona Pavilion squarely in the grey zone, and moreover as 
a particularly telling example of architectural grayness. First and 
foremost, the original was already somewhat grey, as it strove 
to foreground abstract qualities of structure, envelopment, and 
surface, while yet under the obligation of concreteness. It was 
deeply indebted to drawing in its most refined and enigmatic 
declination, drawings which were in some sense always already 
gray, and perhaps the most definitive embodiment of the Pavilion. 
But of course the reconstruction is even more dependent on 
drawing; does that make it more concrete, while the drawings 
hold the role of abstraction, or has the position now become 
reversed? At any rate, the reconstitution is grey because it strives 
to be concrete while being held to the condition of abstractness: 
any properties other than those it has in common with the original 
are purely irrelevant. The two together, since it is impossible 
to distinguish them completely or clearly, evince yet another 
aspect of grayness. This reconstruction of a historic building is 
neither concrete nor abstract. As a representation, it cannot 
fully exemplify the qualities for which it is valued, but it exceeds 
the qualities it is created to encode. Visiting the reconstructed 
Barcelona Pavilion requires enormous effort from an architect or 
student of architecture, even if one may not be fully aware of it. 
One is inevitably moved, yet perturbed without being sure why.
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4. Analogical and digital/logical
Concern about the legitimacy of two broadly different types of 
representation here called "analogical" and "digital" (or "logical") 
has recurred regularly in the past, even though in architecture 
it has only come to the fore in relatively recent times. For 
instance, Peter Galison neatly frames the debate in early-20c 
particle physics as a conflict between "pictures" and "counts". 
Some scientists could not conceive of describing a phenomenon 
without an image of it, whereas others were determined to 
hold to the objectivity of numbers10. The analogical approach 
–the "picture" makes a representation dependent on a direct, 
continuous correspondence to its object, whereas the logical– or 
"count"– divides the object or phenomenon into discrete units or 
events that can be enumerated, then examined via symbolic 
language systems like mathematics.
For instance, in the myth of Butades, evoked a few lines above, 
a young woman invents drawing analogically by tracing the 
shadow of her departing loved one using the soot from the candle 
that casts the shadow. Her drawing is continuously constrained 
by the shadowy profile, and hence analogical. Had she chosen 
to write a poem enumerating his qualities, her "portrait" would 
have been no less expressive of her attachment, but more on 
the order of the digital/logical. 
A lot has been said of "digital" means, methods, and tools in 
architecture in the past several decades, with much disquiet as 
to the effects of same on architectural design. To some extent, 
this hand-wringing resembles that of the turn of the 19th-20th 
centuries, as some experts in etiquette advised readers who were 
anxious about how to dress for a telephone call. Somewhat less 
explicit interest for analogical approaches has been manifest, 
although with notable exceptions11. My question here is, to what 
extent can architectural drawing be understood through the 
lens of either? 
Let’s take, in the first instance, a standard architectural construction 
drawing. In what respects is it a "picture", in what sense a "count"? 
You will already expect the answer to be "some of both": there 
is indeed a sense in which it is a picture, but it is very likely 
to bear necessary measurements, annotations, which usually 
have a more important legal status than the pictorial. This may, 
however, be only a somewhat trivial case of grayness. What about 
a design in earlier stages, a sketch plan without annotations? 
Leaving aside its prospective character, our drawing conventions 
ask us to generate a figure having obvious pictorial qualities, an 
analogical representation of the (future) object. But the manner 
[10] Image and Logic : A Material 
Culture Of Microphysics, The University 
of Chicago Press, Chicago 1997.
[11] See, for example, J-P 
Chupin, Analogie et théorie en 
architecture, Infolio, 2010.
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in which we do so is deeply contaminated by the logical, i.e. by 
the assemblage of discrete or quasi-discrete entities: the lines 
drawn, the relations created, the lengths and widths translated 
and repeated across the plan. This sort of grayness, where 
the analogical and the logical/digital bleed into each other, is 
much less trivial.
The grey zone of abstraction/concreteness led me to observing 
in architecture and its drawings a certain hybrid character, what 
one might call "grayness-as-bothness". But that of analogical/
logical representation rather suggests "grayness-as-neitherness". 
This has become clearer to me while thinking about a somewhat 
surprising example.
A few years ago I came upon a fascinating drawing while looking 
for something else. Scrolling through an online translation of the 
travel journal of the Dutch 17th-century explorer, Abel Janzsoon 
Tasman, who gave his name to Tasmania, I ran into this partial 
survey map [Fig. 3]. I was intrigued by the spidery line zigzagging 
between the (analogical) coastal outline and the (logical/digital) 
scales of longitude and latitude at the edges. This was evidently 
the trajectory of the ship from which the survey had been done. 
But considering the line as a drawing in itself [Fig. 4], it was a 
curious one, representing of course the series of tacks followed 
by the ship, but also in a more distanced way the coastline it 
loosely followed. 
It was thus digital/logical in being composed on a grid, made 
up of a series of segments for which one could easily write the 
equations; but also analogical, since it followed the coastline 
like Butades’s finger tracing her lover’s shadow… sort of. But in 
fact it was neither. It was a "vectorial" drawing, avant la lettre. 
Which made me think that much of architectural drawing could 
be considered as "vectorial", with or without informatics, and 
hence between analogical and logical/digital, without belonging 
to either. Moreover, this trace of the ship's course had the same 
evanescent, catalytic quality of many architectural drawings, 
which serve mainly to guide the work of mediation between 
the grid of property lines and the definitive contours of the 
realized work. 
5. Preliminary conclusions on grayness
I hope to have shown that it is not easy to characterize archi-
tectural drawing in dichotomous terms. I think that the idea of 
a "grey zone"– in which opposites may co-exist, merge, separate, 
or generate third terms –helps to show the considerable strategic 
[12] Printed in James Backhouse 
Walker, Abel Janszoon Tasman: His Life 
and Voyages, William Grahame, Jun., 
Government Printer, Hobart, Tasmania 
1896. Available at: 
http://gutenberg.net.au/
ebooks06/0600531h.html
Figure 3: Extract from the Journal 
of Abel Janzsoon Tasman, 164212.
Figure 4: The dotted line from Fig. 
3, redrawn as a series of vectors.
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and tactical means available to drawing in its attempts to render 
things intelligible. Even though architectural drawing cannot 
stand in for architecture as a whole, it is likely that if we were 
to explore other dichotomies with respect to architecture’s other 
modes of representation, we would find a similar diversity of 
grayness. Writing, speech and modeling are just as likely to 
encourage us to continue to question dichotomous thinking, 
even as we recognize its undeniable usefulness, and to furnish 
further reasons for a more thorough mapping of the grey zone.
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